R.H. Bing (1914–1986): A tribute  by Singh, S.
Topology and its Applications 24 (1986) 5-8 
North-Holland 
R.H. BING (19144986): A TRIBUTE 
S. SINGH 
Deportment of Mathematics, Southwest Texas State University, San Marcos, 7X 78666, USA 
1. Brief family background 
R.H. Bing was born on October 20, 1914 in Oakwood, Texas. His paternal 
grandfather along with his brother came to this country from Canterbury, England. 
R.H.‘s father, Rupert Henry Bing was a superintendent of schools and his mother, 
Lula May Thompson Bing, a school teacher. The name, “R.H.” was chosen by his 
mother; and although named for his father, she felt “Rupert Henry” too British for 
a boy growing up in Texas. 
The most influential person in R.H.‘s early life was his mother (his father having 
died when he was five). R.H. received his B.S. from Southwest Texas State Teacher’s 
College, now called Southwest Texas State University, in 1935 and taught in Texas 
high schools from 1935 to 1942. He received his M.Ed. and Ph.D. from The University 
of Texas in 1938 and 1945, respectively. R.H. wrote his Ph.D. thesis under the 
direction of R.L. Moore who influenced him immensely. The following chronology 
of Bing’s career is given here to recognize and honor his numerous accomplishments. 
2. A chronology of Bing’s career 
1943-1947 
1947-1973 
1949- 1950 
1957- 1958, 
1962-1963, 
1967 
195% 1960 
1973-1985 
1975-1977 
Instructor and Assistant Professor of Mathematics at The University 
of Texas at Austin. 
University of Wisconsin, Madison, served in ranks from Assistant 
Professor to Professor. 
Visited University of Virginia on leave from Wisconsin. 
Visited Institute of Advanced Study at Princeton. 
Chairman, Department of Mathematics, University of Wisconsin, 
Madison. 
Professor, The University of Texas at Austin. 
Chairman, Department of Mathematics, The University of Texas at 
Austin. 
During his career, R.H. won several honors and served on many prestigious 
commissions and committees. This impressive list follows: 
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1952-1954, 
1958-1960 
1952-1953 
1952-1953, 
1961-1962 
1955 
1957-1958, 
1962-1963, 
1967 
1961 
1963-1964 
1965 
1965-1966 
1966-1967, 
1974-1976 
1966,1978 
1967-1969 
1968-1975 
1970 
1970-1973 
1974 
1977-1980 
1977-1980 
Council of AMS’. 
Chairman of Wisconsin section of MAA2. 
Visiting Lecturer of MAA. 
Director of Summer Institute on Set Theoretic Topology. 
Institute of Advanced Study at Princeton. 
Hederick Lecturer. 
President of MAA. 
National Academy of Sciences. 
Chairman, Conference Board of Mathematical Sciences. 
President’s Committee on National Medal of Science. 
U.S. delegate to International Mathematical Union. 
Chairman of Division of Mathematics of National Research Council. 
National Science Board. 
Colloquium Lecturer of AMS. 
Chairman of Mathematics section of National Academy of Sciences. 
Award for Distinguished Service to Mathematics. 
Council of National Academy of Sciences. 
Governing Board of National Research Council. 
3. My impressions of Bing 
My impressions of Bing, the man and the mathematician, come from personal 
experiences as well as discussions with others. I first met R.H. in 1973 when he was 
visiting The Pennsylvania State University as a reviewer of the graduate program 
in mathematics. At this time, I had just finished my dissertation under S. Armentrout 
on a topic that Bing and Borsuk initiated. I was excited to meet Bing and, indeed, 
had the opportunity to talk with him at length about mathematics and other topics. 
I quickly learned that R.H. was patient, precise and encouraging and a contributor 
to many different aspects of teaching, research and service. In other words, I came 
to know a true Renaissance Man. 
As an educator and teacher, R.H.‘s concern for mathematics reached all levels 
from high school to graduate research. His publications serve as testimonials to this 
assertion. Examples include: 
’ American Mathematical Society. 
’ Mathematical Association of America. 
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(1) The Place of Topology in a Teacher Training Program; Symposium on Teacher 
Education in Mathematics, Madison (1952); 
(2) Examples and Counterexamples; Pi Mu Epsilon, J. 1 (1953) 311-317; and 
(3) Spheres in E3, Amer. Math. Monthly 71 (1964) 353-364. 
R.H. taught with an uncanny sense of awareness about the academic needs of 
his students. He adapted R.L. Moore’s teaching method to suit his own style. R.H. 
preferred not to lecture to his classes; he did not want students to learn by rote 
proofs discovered by others. Instead, he drew pictures on the board, discussed the 
ideas involved in the proofs, and inspired his students to devise and discover their 
own proofs. R.H. advocated active interaction between student and ideas. He taught 
by demonstration and guidance until his students became independent learners. 
Bing’s teaching philosophy centered on training the mind rather than merely teaching 
facts. He was what I call a ‘universal teacher’-a teacher whose principles and 
methods teach an individual to reach toward new horizons and to ever extend one’s 
sphere of influence. This was evidenced by Bing’s encouragement to students to 
explore and discover results in new areas of mathematics; his ability to produce 
writings for a wide range of individuals-high school teachers, undergraduate and 
graduate students, and research mathematicians; and his acquisition of a very large 
international audience of mathematicians through his writings, among the most 
notable, Mike Freedman and R.D. Edwards. An R.H. Bing ‘student’ is as universal 
as the man himself. It may be someone who attended his seminar, read his papers, 
or became one of his 35 Ph.D. students. 
R.H. carried his enthusiasm and natural curiosity of the world into his mathemati- 
cal research. He cared about the way mathematics was presented. The purpose of 
each article written by R.H. was to teach something of interest to a segment of the 
mathematical community. His papers avoid generality and strive for optimally simple 
and clean constructions. They are generally filled with questions for others to 
consider. Many of these papers have continued to serve as a fountainhead for new 
developments in topology. Recently, M.H. Freedman used Bing’s ideas on decompo- 
sition spaces to solve the long-standing 4-Dimensional Poincart Conjecture. 
R.H. Bing’s dedication to promote mathematics is reflected in his record of service 
to the mathematical community. Examples include: Served as chairman at The 
University of Wisconsin and The University of Texas; member, National Academy 
of Sciences (an honorific position); member, National Science Board; President, 
American Math. Society and President, The Mathematical Association of America. 
R.H. performed numerous duties over the years. He evaluated hundreds of graduate 
programs in mathematics, refereed thousands of papers submitted to journals, 
reviewed hundreds of NSF proposals, organized a number of conferences and wrote 
countless letters of recommendation. Bing approached each duty with enthusiasm 
and responsibility coupled with strong ethics and a firm sense of fair judgment. 
R.H.‘s firm opinions on many issues were handled diplomatically, and I often 
wondered about the reasons behind the success that he had in dealing with people. 
When I put this question to him, he answered that his experiences as a high school 
8 S. Singh / A tribute to R.H. Bing 
teacher and coach proved helpful. Perhaps this explains why he possessed an intense 
fondness for sports with its spirit of interaction between people in pursuit of their 
goals. Naturally, this desire for interaction carried over to mathematics as reflected 
in his teaching, his abundant research papers and his organization of many mathe- 
matical conferences. 
On April 28, 1986, the Renaissance Man, the Universal Teacher, the creator of 
the ‘dog-bone’ spaces, the recipient of the Distinguished Service Award from MAA, 
fell into an eternal sleep. The tradition and legacy of R.H. Bing-the general 
principles he laid down in teaching, research and service-will continue to live 
through his writings and in the hearts and minds of present and future generations 
of his students. 
